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Choy Weng Yang,
a Singaporean artist and curator

Choy Weng Yang’s father came from Zhongshan, Guangdong,
China. He was born in a big family of 11 children. In 1949, after
Choy graduated from Raffles Institution, he began teaching English
in a primary school, thereafter, was transferred to Bartley Secondary
School as an art teacher. During this period, his colleague, an
Australian, bought one of his paintings which was later being taken
to the UK. This was probably the first time that Choy sold a painting.
A year later, upon the recommendation of the Vice Principal, he
entered the Teachers' Training College (TTC). Meanwhile, he
was awarded a scholarship to study in London due to his outstanding
performance.

In 1959, Choy came to the UK to study applied design at
Hornsey College of Art. In 1962, he graduated with a British
National Diploma in Art and Design and in 1963 he received the
Art Teachers' Certificate from the Institute of Education, University
of London.

In 1973, the Teachers’ Training College was merged with a
local university, and Choy was transferred to a secondary school
as an English teacher. However, he had then made up his mind to
do more in art. Hooi, Christopher George Liang Yin, director of the
National Museum and historian, sent an invitation to Choy in 1974,
seeking him to serve as the curator (some address as Director) of
the National Gallery of the National Museum. He worked there from
1978 till his retirement in 1985. He has reached the highest level
of Singapore's art management at that time and through his art
education background, art critiques and curatorial experience, he
has also made historical contributions of great importance to the
development of Singapore art. At that time, both the National Gallery
Singapore (2015) and the Singapore Art Museum (1996) have not
been established. After he retired, Choy focused on painting and
writing art critique, and continued to be active in the local art circle.

The key elements for manifestation in Choy’s works are
abstract lines and simple colours. Although he was once influenced
by Monet and Matisse in his early days and studied the mysterious
changes of light and the relationship between lines and colour blocks,
eventually he turned to be inspired by Piet Cornelies Mondrian
(1872-1944). Mondrian's pure sense of order, clarity and strong
compositional design resonated with Choy, and he decided to use this
minimalist abstract expression of colour and line as his language of
expression. Identifying with Mondrian was not an act on a sudden impulse
for Choy. As early as when he was in London, he had already sensed
the line-to-line exchange between the lines of Chinese calligraphy and
the works of Picasso and Mondrian. Mondrian was obsessed with using
the purest and most basic artistic elements to create art, subverting
the construction rules of traditional art and this became the reason
why Choy believed “art is daunting and there is no so-called standard
answer”.
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Kaki Bukit, where sand, water and
urbanisation meet

Although Kaki Bukit is less legendary than some other housing
estates, each piece of land has its own unique story about its origins.

About a century ago, Kaki Bukit was a Malay settlement originally
named Kampung Melayu. Over the past four decades, Kaki Bukit
transformed into a community of 30,000 residents of all races. With
Bedok North and Kaki Bukit MRT stations on the Downtown MRT
Line, older residents finally enjoyed the ideal of a liveable city.

While most HDB towns only have one or two light industrial
estates, Kaki Bukit has seven industrial parks, technology parks and
centres. It is worth noting that the majority of tenants are small
and medium enterprises, mainly from the automotive services and
related industries. It is expected that after the relocation of Paya
Lebar Air Force Base in 2030 with building height restrictions to be
eased, a new round of changes will be inevitable.

Kaki Bukit means "foot of the hill" in Malay, although the hill
was levelled a century ago and the soil was used to reclaim land on
the east coast. In the late 1920s, Muhammad Eunos bin Abdullah
convinced the residents living at the Kallang Basin vicinity to move to
the foot of the hill. Inspired by the urbanisation of Kuala Lumpur, Eunos
suggested that Malays should live together to preserve the essence
of their traditional culture and promote a sense of nationalism. The use
of the collective term "Malay" to refer to local people from all over the
Malay Archipelago was new at that time and sparked heated debate.

While “tribal identity” can be a powerful force for community
cohesion, it can also be counterproductive if it was not handled
appropriately. In the 1980s, the government redeveloped the area
and turned the Malay village into a multi-ethnic residential area. The
kampung children who grew up there became the first-generation
residents of Kaki Bukit HDB estate.

Probably the most important public place in a Malay kampung
is the prayer hall. The Alkaff family built the Alkaff Mosque for the
residents. 60 years later, the mosque was relocated to the junction
of Kaki Bukit Road 4 and Bedok Reservoir Road. It was renamed
Masjid Alkaff Kampung Melayu, one of the few mosques which offers
religious classes for people with disabilities.

The Jalan Eunos Service Reservoir located along Kaki Bukit
Avenue 4 was built in the 1950s to improve water supply to the
Geylang, Katong and Changi areas. More than a decade later, the
service reservoir was expanded to cope with the population boom in
the east. Water from Bedok Reservoir is treated at the Bedok Water
Treatment Plant and stored in this service reservoir before being
distributed to all households.

Back to the separation of Singapore and Malaysia. While the last
water supply agreement between the two countries was active until
2061, some Malaysian politicians have often threatened to cut off the
water supply. To be more self-sufficient, the Singapore government
had created more catchment areas. Today there are 17 reservoirs
across the island including Bedok Reservoir.

Sand is another important strategic resource for Singapore. Bedok
Reservoir and the picturesque Quarry Lake are the remains of the
former sand quarries. You might want to explore the Quarry Lake
which resembles Nordic natural landscapes. Besides the lake are
spectacular sand dunes, reminding us that eastern Singapore once
prospered through 20 years of sand mining.

Just when the two integrated resorts, Marina Bay Sands and
Sentosa, were at the peak of construction, there was a disruption
in the supply of sand from Indonesia. Sand stockpile in Kaki Bukit
became handy. Indeed, Singapore’s demand for imported sand is
unlikely to stop. For example, the reclamation area of Tuas mega port
is equivalent to more than 380 football fields. The future East Coast
man-made ‘Long Island’ project will also require a large amount of
sea sand. While expanding supply sources is ongoing, leveraging
technology such as “empoldering” helps to manage land reclamation
more efficiently.
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